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Science Popularization in India : Historical Initiatives 


Science popularization, the attempt to take science to 
the public, began with the very process of creating 
modern science in Europe. The same might have 
happened in ancient and middle ages. At the beginning 
the creators of science themselves acted as popularizers 
of science, Galileo is regarded as father of modern 
science. His'Dialogue on the Two Chief World Systems, 
Ptolemaic and Copernica’ published in 1632 marked a 
crucial moment in the scientific revolution. Galileo 
made serious attempts to inform the public about the 
new discoveries in physics and astronomy through his 
public lectures and writings”. 


In India like many other parts of the world science 
popularization began in the nineteenth century before 
modern science took roots in the country. Early 
attempts of science popularization or preparing the 
ground for it were made by social reformers, 
educationists, science teachers in schools and colleges 
and government officials managing the scientific 
departments. Srirampur (also Serampore) College, 
established in 1818 by three missionaries namely 
William Carey, Joshuah Marshman and William Ward 
was the first Indian college for higher education 
including the study of European science. The college 
built a laboratory, a museum and an observatory. It 
published science books and the college's periodical 
named Dig-Durdarshan carried articles on science. One 
of its most outstanding teachers, John Mack (1797- 
1845), delivered popular science lectures accompanied 
by practical demonstrations, The lectures, probably the 
first public demonstration of modern science in India, 
used to be attended by students and other members of 
the society’. 


Raja Rammohun Roy (1772-1835), a great social 
reformer and regarded as the father of modern India, 
was one of the earliest exponents of scientific outlook 
in the country. He worked relentlessly for removing the 
prevailing unscientific beliefs in Bengal and rest of the 
country like dividing the society on caste lines and the 
practice of Sati that is widowed woman immolating 
herself on her husband's funeral pyre. He strongly 
argued for narrowing the 'gap in attitude towards 
science and technology between India and Europe’. In 
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his historical letter written in 1823 to Lord Amherst, the 
then Governor General of British India, wrote that the 
government should ‘promote a more liberal and 
enlightened system of education embracing 
mathematics, natural philosophy, chemistry and 
anatomy with other useful sciences'’. 


Henry Louis Vivian Derezio (1809-1831), who taught 
at the Hindu College, attempted to persuade his 
students to imbibe the spirit of rationalism, The Hindu 
College was established in 1823 in Kolkata, which was 
later renamed as the Presidency College. He strongly 
advocated learning through discussion and debate. He 
succeeded in inculeating the ways of rational critical 
inquiry among his followers (who later came to be 
known as Young Bengal) and his influence remained 
visible long after his death’, 


Raja Rammohun Roy's attempts for spteading a rational 
outlook in the country were taken forward by a number 
of accomplished individuals like Rajendtalal Mitra and 
Ramendrasunder Trivedi. Rajendralal Mitra (1822/23- 
1891), the first modern indologist of Indian origin and 
scholar, played a pioneering role in preparing the 
ground for spreading the spirit of science. As S. K. 
Saraswati pointed out Rajendralal Mitra was the first "to 
challenge the sanctity of tradition, break away from its 
entangling meshes and establish the need for scientific 
objectivity in Indian historical thinking" "”. 


Ramendrasundar Trivedi played a very important role in 
science popularization in the late-nineteenth century. 
His influence could be gauged from the fact that 
Satyendra Nath Bose, the celebrated Indian physicist 
and who made pioneering effort in communicating 
science in the vernacular acknowledged that it was 
‘Trivedi's staunch commitment to writing and reflecting 
on science in the vernacular served as a guideline for 
establishing the Bangiya Bigyan Parishad’. 


In the 19th century efforts were made to translate 
science books in the vernacular in different parts of the 
country. Master Ramchandra (1821-1880), a well- 
known mathematician and a teacher of of science in the 
Delhi College (later renamed as Zakir Hussain College) 
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did a pioneering work by translating mathematics and 
science books into Urdu for the Vernacular Translation 
Society established in 1843. Master Ramchandra was a 
mathematician of repute and his book entitled "On the 
Problems of Maxima and Minima" with an 
introduction by Augustus de Morgan was published in 
London. The work initiated by Master Ramchandra's 
work was expanded to a great extent by his illustrious 
student Munshi Zakaullah (1832-1910). Translation of 
science books and writing of popular science articles 
were taken up in other Indian languages . 


Father Eugene Lafont (1837-1908), of the St Xavier's 
College at Kolkata established in 1860 played a 
pioncering role in creating public interest in science and 
promoting science education in schools and colleges. 
Fathet Lafont joined the St Xavier's College on 7 
December 1865 and he gave his first public popular 
science lecture-cum-demonstration on 18 September 
1868". Jazadis Chandra Bose, often regarded as the first 
modern scientist of India was the student of Father 
Lafont. 


In 1876, the Indian Association for the Cultivation of 
Science (LACS) was established at Kolkata by Mahendra 
Lal Sircar (1833-1904), The establishment of the LACS 
was a milestone in the history of scientific research and 
science popularization in the country. It was the first 
scientific research institute established by Indians. The 
initial activities of the IACS were confined to 
organizing popular science lectures. Father Lafont, who 
also played an important role in founding the institute, 
organized the first course of lectures in 1887 and which 
continued till 1893. Among others who delivered 
popular science lectures at the IACS were Mahendra Lal 
Sirear, Asutosh Mookerjee (1864-1924), Jagadis 
Chandra Bose (1858-1937), Pramatha Nath Bose 
(1855-1934) and Nil Ratan Sarkar (1861-1943)". 


The example of IACS inspired others to take up the 
cause of science popularization. The Dawn magazine, 
under the aegis of the Dawn Society established by an 
eminent educationist Satishchandra Mukherjee,took up 
the task of communicating scientific ideas by 
publishing popular science articles. Among the people 
who were associated with the Dawn Society were 
Jagadis Chandra Bose, Prafulla Chandra Ray, 
Ramendrasundar Trivedi and Nilratan Sarkar'', 


The example of [ACS inspired Ruchi Ram Sahni of the 
Government College, Lahore in undivided India to 
establish the Punjab Science Institute (PST) in 1885. 
Sahni later recalled that the first idea of such institute 
was originally conceived by his teacher at the 
Government College J, C. Oman but the idea took 
shape only after Sahni came to Kolkata and experienced 
the activities of the LACS. Sahni himself delivered more 
than 500 popular science lectures under the aegis of the 
Punjab Science Institute at Lahore and other smaller 
towns and villages. The lectures, which were often 
accompanied by experimental demonstrations, were 
organized in open spaces. The expenses for organizing 
the lectures were met by small fees charged from the 
audience. Sahni inspired many college teachers to 
actively participate in the activities of PSI”, 

In 1913, Vigyan Parishad Prayag was established in 
Allahabad for popularization of science in Hindi, A 
popular science magazine called Vigyan (Science) was 
started in 1915 by the Parishad and which is being 
continuously published since then, Among the 
activities undertaken by the Parishad included 
publication of science books and organization of 
popular science lectures. Many of the well-known 
names in Hindi science communication were directly or 
indirectly inspired by the Parishad”, 


Small groups of science societies came into existence in 
different parts of the country which held discussions 
‘on science subjects but the reach of these activities was 
quite limited and were confined to those who were 
associated with these societies, There was no organized 
attempt for science popularization ona large-scale". 

In 1914, the Indian Science Congress was established in 
Kolkata. The establishment of the ISCA was the result 
of the initiatives undertaken by the two British 
scientists J. L. Simonsen and P. S, MacMahon for 
creating a national platform for interaction among the 
scientific workers in the country. Since its inception the 
ISCA recognized the need to spread the messages of 
science amongst the general public’ ™. 


Three science Academies were established before 
India's independence namely the National Academy of 
Sciences of India at Allahabad (1930), the Indian 
Academy of Sciences at Bengaluru (1934) and the 
National Institute of Sciences of India (1935), now 
Indian National Science Academy, first established in 
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Kolkata and later shifted to New Delhi. In addition to 
the national science academies many scientific societies 
were formed for example Indian Mathematical Society 
(1907), Institute of Engineers (1920), Indian Botanical 
Society (1921), Indian Chemical society (1924), Indian 
Medical Association (1928), Indian Physical Society 
(1935), Entomological Society of India (1938) and 
Indian Anthropological Society (1941). In many ways 
the academies and the scientific societies promoted the 
cause of science popularization”, 


The cause of science popularization was taken up in 
real earnest in post-independent India under the 
leadership of Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru, India's first 
Prime Minister. Nehru emphasized again and again the 
need to spread the spirit of science or scientific temper, 
as he called it, in the country. He believed that, "Itis the 
scientific approach, adventurous and yet critical temper 
of science, the search for truth and new knowledge, the 
refusal to accept anything without testing and trial, the 
capacity to change previous conclusions in the face of 
new evidence, the reliance on observed facts and not 
on pre-connected traditions, the hard discipline of the 
mind etc—all this is necessary, not merely for the 
application of science but for life itself and the solution 
of its mundane problems" ". 


The Scientific Policy Resolution (SPR) No.131/CF/57 
adopted by the Indian Parliament on 4 March 1958 
reiterated Nehru's vision by stating ‘it is only through 
scientific approach and method of science and use of 
scientific knowledge that amenities (both material and 
cultural) and services can be provided to every member 
of the community.’ Nehru's vision was also reflected in 
subsequent science and technology policies 
(Technology Policy Statement 1963, Science and 
Technology Policy 2003 and Science, Technology and 
Innovation Policy 2013). 


Scientific temper was incorporated as one of the 
Fundamental Duties of every citizen of India through 
an amendment in the Indian Constitution through an 
amendment in 1976: 'to develop the scientific temper, 
humanism and the spirit of inquiry and reform! 
[Fundamental duties of every Indian citizen vide Part 
IV-A, Article 51-A (h)}°. 


Science museums and centres were visualized as an 
important means of science popularization in the 





*, The creation of science museum was 
started in 1954 when small museum was set up by V. P. 
Beri at the Birla Institute of Technology and Science at 
Pilani, Rajasthan, It contained exhibits on art, 
archaeology, botany, zoology and agriculture. After two 
years this museum was dismantled for building up a 
much bigger and better one. The new museum covering 
a space of about 10,000 square feet was inaugurated in 
1958, It was an industrial museum, The museum still 
survives and it is considered as one of the best 
university museums in the country. In 1956, K. S. 
Krishanan, Director of the National Physical 
Laboratory (NPL), New Delhi, brought in R. 
Subramanian for setting up a nucleus science museum 
in NPL. Subramanian, who earlier served as a Curator 
for Chemical Conservation in the Government 
Museum in Chennai (then Madras), set up the museum 
covering a space of 3000 square feet. Among other 
exhibits the museum displayed a crystal collection 
donated by Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru, the first Prime 
Minister of India, a small automatic telephone 
exchange and a 30,000 volts Spark Generator, The 
museum was closed down in 1960s and Subramanian 
moved to Kolkata to head the Birla Planetarium, one of 
the earliest planetariums to be set up in the country, The 
year 1956 also marked the beginning of the network of 
science museums and science centres as in this year the 
Council of Scientific and Industrial Research appointed 
Amalendu Bose as Planning Officer for the proposed 
Birla Industrial and ‘Technological Museum (BITM) at 
Kolkata. With inauguration of the BITM in 1959 the 
movement of science muscums and centres in country 
started. The second science museum, Visvesvatayya 
Industrial & Technological Museum (VITM), was 
established in Bengaluru in 1965, An autonomous 
society in the name of National Council of Science 
Museum (NCSM) was established in 1978 with its 
headquarters at Kolkata and the science museums and 
centres established by the Government of India were 
brought under the administrative control of NCSM. 
There also some science centres outside the umbrella 
of NCSM. 


count 





Planetariums have made important contribution 
towards advancing the cause of science popularization, 
In India, the first planetarium to be set up was in New 
English School, Pune in 1954-the Kusumbai 
Motichand Planetarium. It was housed in a concrete 
dome having an approximate diameter of 9 metres. It 





A Joumal of Science Communication 








had a seating capacity of 100. The Birla Planetarium ar 
Kolkata inaugurated in 1962 was the first major 
planetarium in India, Mumbai's Nehru Planetarium was 
established in 1977 and Delhi had its planetarium in 
1984. Today there are about 40 planetariums in the 
country. 


In 1980s organized large-scale science popularization 
efforts were initiated by the Government of India” ”. 
Realizing the need for a coordination agency for 
conceptualizing, implementing, networking and 
monitoring science popularization activities in the 
country the Goyernment of India established the 
National Council of Science and Technology 
Communication (NCSTC) in 1982 as a division of the 
Department of Science and Technology. Among the 
major activities initiated by the Council were: 
development and dissemination of popular S&T 
resource materials, training in S&T’ communication, 
coordination with other agencies engaged in science 
communication, field based programmes, incentive 
schemes in the form of awards and fellowship for 
encouraging science communicators and nationwide 
science popularization campaigns. Vigyan Prasar, an 
autonomous organization was established in 1989 
under the Department of Science and Technology for 
taking up large-scale science popularization tasks. The 
Council of Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) 
through its constituent organization National Institute 
of Science Communication and Information 
Resources (NISCAIR) has made important 
contribution in the field of science communication. 


Various people's science movement (PSMs) emerged 
around late 1970s and early 1980s and they redefined 
the science popularization initiative in the country". 


The motivations and contexts of science 
popularization are changing over the ages and they will 
continue to change in future. Understanding the 
historical initiatives can help us in tackling the present 
challenges in science communication that we face today. 
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